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The United States, despite a troubled
manufacturing sector, is the world's
number one producer of. a unique
material: garbage. We produce at least
thirty-five percent more garbage than any
other industrialized country, including
Japan, West Germany, Italy and
Switzerland. More often than not, United
States cities produce fifty to seventy-five
percent more garbage than cities in any
other country.1 As a result, the US
faces a serious and ongoing solid waste
crisis. In 1988, the US generated 180
million tons of solid waste, recycled only
thirteen percent, and landfilled or burned
the remaining eighty-seven percent.'
Per capita solid waste production has
increased thirty-six percent since 1960,
from 2.66 pounds per person per day to
the current rate of 4.0 pounds per person
per day.3 In addition, the toxicity of the
waste stream is increasing, due to the
presence of items such as batteries
containing heavy metals, paint and paint
thinner, glues, yard maintenance
products, personal care products,
cleaners, etc. Finally, the solid waste
problem is plagued by rapidly escalating
disposal costs and dwindling landfill
capacity. One EPA survey estimates that
a third of all existing landfills will be
closed by 1994.'
With landfill closings and floating
garbage barges shaping the public's
perception of solid waste issues, many
have characterized the crisis as a disposal
issue: where will the United States put
the sheer volume of trash it generates?
The media reinforces this characterization
of the problem. ime magazine describes

the crisis as "garbage,
garbage,
everywhere" while further noting that
"landfills are overflowing, but alternatives
are few."6 US News & World Report
describes the crisis as "tons and tons of
trash and no place to put it."O At the
same time, leaking landfills demonstrate
that more landfills provide only a
temporary fix that often endangers
groundwater supplies. Struggling with
short-term disposal needs and potential
long-term environmental threats, the EPA
and solid waste officials have focused on
developing solid waste management
technologies that provide reliable disposal
options, keep garbage out of sight and
out of mind, and minimize environmental
threats from disposal activities. All too
often an approach emphasizing the
reduction of waste and recycling has
been ignored.
The current approach is failing because
the solid waste crisis is not just a
disposal crisis; it is also a serious crisis in
the management of our materials and our
natural resources. From the natural gas
required for the production of a discarded
plastic container to the bauxite used to
make the aluminum can found in the
garbage, discarded materials represent
lost resources. For example, American
consumers and industry throw away
enough aluminum to rebuild our entire7
commercial airfleet every three weeks.
This highly inefficient use of materials
results primarily from the manufacture of
materials for short-term use.
For
example, the US discards forty-three
million tons of packaging and containers
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each year with nondurable goods (defined
by the Department of Commerce as
goods with a lifetime of less than three
years) contributing another forty-three
million tons of waste. Thus, over half of
the waste stream is comprised of goods
that had short, useful lives.8
Disposable packaging used by
institutions such as schools, hospitals,
grocery stores, and quick-service
restaurants has become an easy target in
the solid waste crisis, in part because
packaging is highly visible and has a
short, useful life. As a single entity,
quick-service restaurants contribute a
small fraction of the forty-three million
tons of packaging and containers
discarded each year.
To achieve
significant reduction in the amount of
materials disposed of each year, all types
of businesses must change the way they
purchase and use materials. However, it
is the net result of many individual
programs that will ultimately produce
significant waste reduction in the United
States.
Against this background of heightened
public attention, the Environmental
Defense Fund, a non-profit environmental
advocacy group, and McDonald's
Corporation, the largest quick-service
food chain in the US, initiated a joint task
force to study McDonald's use of
materials and associated solid waste.
This paper first briefly examines the
problems of traditional management
methods for solid waste; this examination
evidences the need for new approaches
and the need to shift our focus on
current, safe disposal options to a more
efficient management of our materials.
Next, this paper presents the activities
and results of this first-of-its-kind
collaborative effort toward waste
reduction. The EDF-McDonald's case
study is a real world example of how one
business - a leader in its industry moved from approaching its solid waste
as a disposal problem to redefining it as
a materials use problem.
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I. WHY THE TECHNICAL FIX
IS NOT ENOUGH
Defining garbage as a disposal problem
has caused an array of poor solutions.
When solid waste emerged as an issue in
the 1960s, sanitary engineers built new
landfills, the Coca-Cola corporation
sponsored a "Keep America Beautiful"
campaign, and Lady Bird Johnson
established a Highway Beautification
program to combat roadside litter.
Americans willingly accepted growing
garbage piles while scrambling to control
litter and find technological solutions for
handling the sheer volume of garbage. In
the 1969 Senate hearing on the Resource
Recovery Act, Sen. Edmund Muskie
noted in his opening statement that "this
Nation has a critical solid waste disposal
problem."
During the sixties,
incineration emerged as a solution for
disposal of the volume of solid waste
confronting cities, with some plants
advancing to include energy recovery as
a by-product (*resource recovery').
Critics of resource recovery, however,
quickly noted that recycling saved an
even greater amount of energy than
incineration because the energy used to
manufacture virgin materials greatly
exceeded the energy recovered from
combustion."0
Scientists have also shown that
burning waste creates a host of
environmental problems: it causes air
pollution from combustion gases and
produces a hazardous ash that
concentrates heavy metals, making them
more easily absorbed by plants, animals
and humans. Although resource recovery
can shrink solid waste up to ninety
percent by volume, and between sixtyfive to seventy-five percent by weight, it
does nothing to reduce the toxicity of the
residual heavy metals found in
garbage."
Frequently classified as
hazardous material, the leftover ash
contains high levels of heavy metals and
must be carefully managed at
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In addition, the
considerable cost."2
capital costs of incineration facilities are
enormous, ranging from $250,000 to
$429 million per facility, depending on
size and technology. 3
Finally, by burning materials that could
be recycled, incineration squanders our
For example, substituting
resources.
recycled paper for virgin paper reduces
energy costs twenty-three to seventyfour percent (depending on the process,
age of equipment, etc.), and provides
other benefits in the form of reduced air
Incineration
and water pollution."
targets the back-end disposal impacts
without considering the front-end
production impacts. Extraction of virgin
materials and manufacturing of new
products and packages places a heavy
toll on our resource base as well as
releasing air, land and water pollutants.
In the 1990s, solid waste policies
continue to over-emphasize disposal at
the back-end. The newest panacea for
waste
solid waste is "mixed
composting," a technology that claims to
deliver a useful soil product by
composting an entire waste stream.
Composting is a natural biological
decomposition process that produces a
rich soil material by microbial break-down
of organic materials. While composting is
an ideal process for treatment of
organics, such as yard trimmings and
food scraps, designing large-scale
facilities to accept the entire waste
stream pushes a good idea too far. This
new technology produces a final compost
product which will contain physical
(plastic and glass remnants, e.g.) and
chemical (heavy metals such as lead)
contaminants that reduce the utility and
quality of the final product and increase
its hazards. In many cases, mixed waste
compost can only be used for landfill
cover and thus serves as a volume
The
reduction technology only.
additional costs of composting materials
prior to placing them in a landfill must

then be evaluated given that the only
value gained is reducing the volume of
material entering the landfill. Composting
of mixed waste does not provide any
resource savings, and actually works
against recycling when materials that
should be recycled, such as newspapers,
are instead composted. Proponents of
mixed waste composting (primarily
vendors selling the technology), however,
are lobbying to have mixed composting
considered a form of recycling,
suggesting that it is a "silver bullet"
solution for the 1990s.
In sum, mixed-waste composting is
similar to mass-burn incineration in that
both waste management techniques
process the entire waste stream, thus
undermining materials reuse or
Furthermore, these solid
recycling."5
waste management techniques can
create additional environmental problems
by transferring the toxics in solid waste
Incinerators burn
to other mediums.
valuable resources that should be
recycled such as corrugated boxes or
office paper, while mixed-waste
composting takes recyclable elements
and turns them into landfill cover.
Newspapers are but one example.' 8
II. ACHIEVING EFFICIENT
MATERIALS USE
The widely accepted waste
management hierarchy of reduction,
reuse, recycling and organic waste
composting, with landfilllng and
incineration as options of last resort,
offers a logical strategy for resource
conservation and efficient materials use.
While straightforward on its face, this
hierarchy is based on a deeper analysis of
the relative environmental impacts of
different solid waste and materials
management options. 7 Therefore, it
serves as an indirect measure of, or
surrogate for, a much broader range of
environmental impacts. For example,

McDONALD'S SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT

recycling is a preferred waste
management method over resource
recovery because recycling directly
conserves and therefore reduces the need
to replace virgin materials, thereby
conserving the energy and material
resources and reducing the environmental
impacts arising from production of the
virgin materials.
The rhetoric of this waste management
hierarchy, an articulation of efficient
materials use, has been slow to develop.
The previous critique of two types of
large-scale systems, mixed-waste
composting and mass-burn incineration,
does not fully address the complexities of
solid waste management, but it does
illustrate a major and common design
failure that prevents implementation of
the hierarchy: inputs are not controlled.
Treating solid waste as a homogeneous
material to feed the system - sneakers,
spaghetti, bottles, cans, papers and all perpetuates the loss of resources. Thus,
the message to policymakers is not that
all large-scale technologies are
problematic, but that successful
technologies must accept only those
materials that are appropriately handled
by that system. American consumers,
industry and legislators need to recognize
that different materials in the waste
stream must be managed differently;
methods that make sense for one
material offer less than optimal solutions
for others.
To target materials for different types
of systems, a second key policy directive
is to keep materials separate at the
source of generation.' 8
To reduce,
reuse or recycle materials and conserve
resources, individuals and businesses
must re-classify their waste as an
extension of the materials used everyday.
In other words, the solid waste stream
must be viewed as a source of materials
to be mined rather than as the single,
vague entity labelled "garbage." Over
2,700 communities now have curbside
collection programs and recycling is

becoming a common household practice,
but the infrastructure is growing slowly
and EPA's goal of twenty-five percent
recycling of all solid waste has yet to be
met."9
One barrier to increased recycling is
that products and packages are rarely
designed for recycling (or reuse). For
instance, multi-layer packages such as
"juice boxes" cannot be recycled, but a
simple glass bottle can. Colored material
is much less valuable for recycling
because the color limits where the
recycled materials can go - green glass
can only be recycled into green glass,
brown into brown glass. With plastics, it
is expensive to separate colors because it
must be done by hand. Thus, recycled
plastic often comes in shades of dark
green or black - colors With low demand
in the retail industry. Some communities
find that the only available markets for
recycled plastics generate products such
as plastic park benches and lumber
where color and contaminants can be
hidden.
Another concern is the prevalence of
inaccurate labeling concerning recyclable
products; this mislabeling serves as a
barrier to increased recycling.2 0 The
use of industrial scraps as a source for
new material production is not
"recycling," since the scraps have never
been used by industry or consumers.
However, the use of materials from the
post-consumer waste stream is the type
of recycling requiring encouragement.
The lack of accurate labeling
differentiating products which contain
recycled material (from the postconsumer waste stream) from industrial
scrap serves as a barrier to increased use
of recycled materials. Accurate labeling
can facilitate the development
of markets
21
for recycled material.
Finally, organic materials, including
yard trimmings, food scraps and foodsoiled paper, should be composted for
use as a soil amendment. As late as
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1988, the United States was composting
less than two percent of yard trimmings
(leaves, grass clippings, etc.)." 2 With
redesigned collection and handling
systems, large-scale composting facilities
that accept only organic materials with
no contaminants in the input stream
could become a reality and would
produce a highly valuable soil product.
Separation of materials not only
enables items to be targeted to their best
and highest use, but also identifies
materials that are difficult to handle such
These
as multi-layered materials.
products and packages should be
eliminated, substituted or redesigned to
fit in with a holistic scheme for reuse,
recycling or organic composting of all
materials. Finally, waste reduction must
go beyond recycling to" achieve
significant conservation of resources an equal focus must be placed on source
reduction through reuse. Simple steps
such as bringing a durable shopping bag
to the supermarket can have large
impacts23 when multiplied across the
nation.

The inertia often found at the
implementation stage contrasts with the
widespread consensus on the principles
embodied in the waste management
hierarchy; inertia prevents individuals,
companies and other institutions from
moving beyond an articulation of
principles and policies into an action
phase. The challenge is to overcome the
inertia, implement the hierarchy, and
institutionalize these principles
throughout a business or at the individual
consumer level. The EDF-McDonald's
Waste Reduction Task Force is a
successful case study of McDonald's
approach to implementing the hierarchy
by improving the efficiency of materials
use and reducing solid waste.

I1i. EDF-McDONALD'S
CASE STUDY
On August 1, 1990, EDF and the
McDonald's Corporation signed an
agreement to jointly study ways to
reduce McDonald's use of materials and
its solid waste. Recognizing McDonald's
role as an industry leader and its existing
initiatives in recycling, EDF approached
the company directly to discuss solid
waste issues. McDonald's, recognizing
EDF's solid waste expertise and the
importance of seeking expert opinions,
agreed to EDF's suggestion to form a
joint task force. This private/nonprofit
partnership is historic because it brought
together two parties with very different
interests. EDF's solid waste experts
could offer McDonald's new perspectives
on managing its use of materials and
resulting solid waste. For EDF, the
project served as a laboratory to "roadtest" ideas. EDF hoped the results would
offer a blueprint and a catalyst for waste
reduction in many other businesses. The
task force also provided McDonald's with
an independent source of information on
its selection of packaging materials with
a strong scientific basis. Since its
inception, the task force has achieved
significant results in waste reduction.
At the same time, the task force
created risks for both parties. For EDF, it
was an unprecedented move to work
with an entity that had long been
criticized by environmental groups across
the country as a sign of our disposable
society - was EDF selling out to the
enemy? On McDonald's side, the task
force exposed the company to a great
deal of scrutiny by an environmental
organization, traditionally a thorn in its
side. At the start, EDF and McDonald's
signed an agreement to protect the
independence and credibility of both
parties (see Appendix 1). An elegantly
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simple contract, the agreement provided
for the following:
"

EDF and McDonald's would
independently cover all expenses
incurred by their participation in the
task force.

"

Disagreements between McDonald's
and EDF (over a specific
recommendation, e.g.), would be
presented in separate statements in
the final report.

*

Both parties had the right to
terminate the project at any time.

"

Each party had the right to pursue
ongoing business activities, whether
McDonald's day-to-day operations or
EDF's advocacy efforts on environmental issues.

*

For McDonald's protection, the
agreement stated that the task force
would investigate and prepare a set
of options for consideration by the
company's management, and the
agreement addressed access to
confidential business information.

*

EDF and McDonald's would jointly
and publicly release a final report, a
key element for EDF.

"

An annex to the agreement defined
the range of issues that the task
force would examine.

The goal of the task force was to
produce the greatest possible reduction in
the materials used and solid waste
generated by McDonald's in a manner
consistent with its business as a high
volume, quick-service restaurant.
In
pursuing this goal, the task force was
committed to focusing on the preferred
materials management methods of source
reduction, reuse, recycling and organic
composting. In fact, the press release
announcing the formation of the task
force noted that an "outcome of these
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discussions [of McDonald's solid waste]
was McDonald's decision to indefinitely
suspend research and not pursue use of
on-site incineration of restaurant wastes,
and instead to focus further attention on
the preferred options of source reduction,
4
reuse, recycling and composting."2
From August 1990 to March 1991, the
seven-member task force met more than
thirty times, usually for meetings lasting
one to two days. .The group developed
data, questioned existing practices, and
brainstormed virtually every aspect of the
McDonald's system. The task force
undertook a top-to-bottom examination of
materials improvement and waste
reduction opportunities throughout the
McDonald's system, from suppliers to
individual restaurants. EDF members of
the task force each worked in a
McDonald's restaurant for a day to better
understand the operations. In retrospect,
the entire task force process can be
summarized by five key steps that are
essential for any business approaching
26
comprehensive waste reduction:
A. Inventory: A full materials and solid
waste inventory is a critical starting
point for identifying options and
revealing numerous opportunities.
For example, McDonald's discovered
that by weight, eighty percent of the
waste produced on the premises is
generated behind the counter.
B. Brainstorming: To develop a full list
of options, the task force developed
a matrix ("McMatrix") to evaluate all
materials, all relevant aspects of
McDonald's operations, and all
possible waste reduction options (for
example, eliminate packaging, reduce
amount of packaging material,
increase recycled content, substitute
reusable items, and provide take-out
and eat-in customers with different
packaging). The "McMatrix" ensured
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that all options were considered and
provided a systematic approach.
Using previously
C. Evaluation:
developed criteria, such as
consistency with the waste
management hierarchy and
practicality, the task force reduced
the "long list" of possible options to
a shorter list for in-depth analysis.
D. Modifying Existing Management
To infuse environmental
Tools:
considerations into standard
operating procedures and practices
and to ensure that the process is
ongoing, the task force devoted a
significant amount of time to
modifying existing company
management mechanisms, such as
the establishment of packaging
specifications. The goal of this step
was to integrate waste reduction and
efficient materials use criteria into
existing management systems. This
modification was also intended to
ensure that environmental concerns
will be considered at the outset of
developing products and packages
and will continue to be revisited.
For example, the task force
examined McDonald's quality
assurance process to look for
opportunities to apply waste
reduction criteria. , In the area of
packaging selection and purchasing,
McDonald's has traditionally selected
its packaging based on specifications
that take into account three factors:
availability, functionality and cost.
The task force added a fourth
waste
primary consideration reduction - to be weighted equally
with the three traditional criteria; it
would also be incorporated into the
packaging selection process by
developing a set of detailed
packaging waste reduction
specifications. The specifications
cover the following areas:

DI IP /I
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reduction in materials use
reduction in production impacts
reusable materials
recyclable materials
recycled content
compostable materials

Accountability Is
E. Accountability:
critical to instilling a waste reduction
ethic. For example, measurement,
tracking and information disclosure
create internal incentives for waste
reduction and clearly communicate
company activities and progress to
the public.
The task force's five step process
created results that far exceeded
expectations and original goals. After an
eight-month study, the task force
produced three significant products, all of
which have been adopted by McDonald's
in their 6new corporate environmental
strategy.2
The task force developed:
*

a forty-two step Waste Reduction
Action Plan ("the Plan") (see
Appendix 3), targeting all levels of
the company, to be Implemented
during 1991 and 1992; together,
these initiatives have the potential to
cut the waste stream at the chain's
8,500 US restaurants by more than
eighty percent, representing a major
contribution to the effort to Improve
environmental quality;

*

a strong company-wide
environmental policy that emphasizes
waste reduction and sets forth the
commitment and direction of the
company (Appendix 2); and

*

a set of mechanisms that incorporate
waste reduction criteria directly into
the core of McDonald's standard
operating procedures to ensure
accountability and to institutionalize
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the environmental commitment
embodied in the policy and Plan.
The Plan, the corporate policy, and the
management mechanisms together characterize a new approach of McDonald's
in its use of packaging and other
materials. First, rather than focusing only
on the volume of solid waste generated,
the task force process called for a
collection of extensive data on the
individual materials used by.McDonald's
and those in the waste stream. The task
force collected data on all packaging
purchased by individual restaurants:
napkins, french fry cartons, carry-out
bags, utensils, condiment packages,
salad containers, etc.
In addition,
McDonald's conducted a packaging
materials audit to provide information on
materials used to ship and package those
items; for example, the cardboard boxes
used to package and transport a set of
10,000 utensils are considered
"secondary" packaging that must be
handled by the stores.
Finally,
McDonald's initiated audits to examine
materials used at their distribution center.
These data provided McDonald's with
detailed information on the composition
of packaging and materials in its system
and laid the foundation for McDonald's to
redesign its selection of materials to use
and to determine which solid waste
management methods are best suited for
each material in the system.
For
example, McDonald's discovered that by
weight thirty-four percent of its solid
waste was organic materials - coffee
grinds, food scraps, egg shells, etc.
Thus, composting of organics quickly
emerged as the optimal management
method for those materials.
Corrugated material comprised the
other large segment of the waste stream
- again, thirty-four percent by weight.
To address corrugated materials,
McDonald's first made a strong
commitment to separately collect
corrugated material for recycling. At the
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same time, McDonald's initiated tests to
explore the use of a reusable shipping
box to reduce consumption of
"disposable" cardboard. Tests in Canada
using reusable shipping containers for
meat and poultry have been successful
so far.
McDonald's also considered other
changes in its corrugated material to
further conserve resources.
After
surveying the industry, McDonald's
decided to send a directive to all
suppliers that it wanted all corrugated
boxes in its system to be made of thirtyfive percent recycled materials ("thirtyfive percent recycled content"). At the
time of this directive, many traditional
suppliers reported to McDonald's that
adding recycled content would make the
boxes weaker, more expensive and
heavier.
However, one supplier
approached McDonald's with a new box
containing twenty percent old newsprint
that still maintained functionality.
McDonald's took this opportunity to
create a strong demand for a recycled
product by setting the thirty-five percent
recycled content challenge. All suppliers
have now met that challenge. More
importantly, McDonald's directive has
had the effect of sending a signal
throughout the industry.
Corrugated
manufacturers making boxes for
McDonald's now offer that box made of
thirty-five percent recycled content to all
customers, setting a new industry
standard.
McDonald's has an extensive
commitment to purchasing recycled
materials, and the company has set an
explicit goal of reducing the use of virgin
materials in all packaging and products.
In 1990, McDonald's announced its
"McRecycle" program which calls for the
company to purchase annually at least
$100 million of recycled products for
constructing, renovating and equipping
McDonald's US restaurants. McDonald's
has compiled a database (accessible to
the public upon request) on available

12

ENVIRONMENTAL LAW & POLICY FORUM

recycled products, organized by product
type and geographic region of the
country in which it is available. This
commitment to purchasing recycled
materials sends a clear signal to suppliers
about the types of materials McDonald's
wants to target and purchase. In many
ways, this type of market signal is much
stronger than publishing guidelines, the
federal government's response in its
its purchase of
attempt to increase
27
recycled materials.
Other initiatives in the Plan that have
also proven successful include: (1)
introducing reusable items (for example,
coffee cups and salad lids); (2)
establishing condiment bars to reduce
use of individual disposable packets; (3)
substantial packaging
implementing
changes to increase recycled content in
items such as napkins; (4) eliminating
packaging such as individually-wrapped
utensils (unless required by local health
codes); (5) testing more durable shipping
pallets made of recycled plastic; and (6)
selecting paper products that use more
benign bleaching processes than chlorine
bleaching whenever possible.
McDonald's is also working to
maximize separation of materials behind
the counter for recycling or composting,
focusing on polyethylene film, cardboard,
organics and soiled paper. These efforts
will facilitate McDonald's composting
trials, initiated to test composting
organics and soiled paper. To enhance
recycling of film behind the counter,
McDonald's is working to consolidate the
types of plastic used in the films to
enable a simpler separation of materials
In the
and minimize contamination.
customer area, McDonald's is developing
new collection and separation systems
for testing in different stores, with the
goal of finding a collection and separation
system that maximizes recovery and
minimizes contaminants. At the same
time that McDonald's is working to
recycle or compost most of its disposable

materials, it is re-examining the
composition of all materials to select
those that enhance recycling or
composting capability. For example, its
packaging experts are reexamining
coatings that might interfere with
recycling or composting.
Finally, McDonald's is conducting an
extensive review of all of its disposable
packaging to identify source reduction
opportunities - the optimal solution.
McDonald's commitment to expanded
use of unbleached and non-chlorine
bleached paper is a significant step that
demonstrates McDonald's willingness to
consider alternative materials that reduce
Production of.
pollution impacts.
bleached pulp and paper is a major
source of water pollution, as mills across
the country continue to discharge
chlorine as an effluent stream from the
bleaching process. Between fifty and
eighty kilograms of chlorine are used to
produce a ton of conventionally bleached
paper, and about ten percent is
discharged in the effluent. 8 During the
bleaching process, chlorine combines
with other substances present in the pulp
material to produce a range of persistent
and toxic "organochlorines," the most
well known of which is dioxin. Virgin
large
pulp and paper mills also consume 29
amounts of fresh water and energy.
EDF,' Greenpeace and others are strong
advocates of using unbleached paper
wherever possible, non-chlorine bleached
paper as a second preference' (e.g.,
oxygen-bleaching) and, as a last resort,
In most
chlorine bleached paper.
instances, the whiteness specification is
an aesthetic issue rather than a
McDonald's is
performance issue.
committed to examining all uses of paper
to identify opportunities for substituting
non-chlorine bleached paper for current
bleached paper uses, and has already
converted the materials used In coffee
filters, the Big Mac wrap and, most
notably, the carry-out bags. As of 1991
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McDonald's has replaced its bleached
paper carry-out bags in all restaurants
with a 100 percent recycled content
unbleached bag - a brown kraft paper
bag.
The switch to brown kraft paper bags
offers a specific example of the power of
large purchasers and the impact of a
.ripple" effect. For a different research
project, EDF contacted eight major
manufacturers of brown kraft paper bags;
unsolicited, four of these manufacturers
noted that the demands of one of their
largest customers, McDonald's, had led
them to make changes in processes to
use a higher percentage of recycled
material. 30
McDonald's search for better
packaging materials also led the company
to phase out the polystyrene
("styrofoam") packaging in its 8,500
stores. McDonald's has replaced its
sandwich foam with several paper-based
packaging items, most of which provide
more than seventy percent reduction in
landfill volume relative to the styrofoam
clamshells because the paper-based
wraps are thinner. The production of
polystyrene was also of concern to the
task force because it creates significant
industrial pollution.
Additionally,
feedstocks of benzene and styrene, two
known toxins, are used in polystyrene's
production. Polystyrene recycling has
been fraught with technical and
economic problems, and could not be
used to recover take-out packaging
(almost half of McDonald's business).
The new paper-based wraps offer
significant source reduction of both air
and water pollution, reduced energy
impacts and reduced solid waste.
Furthermore, this source reduction is
realized whether or not the package is
taken out of the store.31
To ensure accountability, the Plan
includes specific timetables for
implementation and designates
departments responsiblefor implementing
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these actions.
The new packaging
specifications (discussed previously as an
example of modifying existing business
management tools) also ensure that
packaging evaluation will be an ongoing
process. The Plan also offers additional
cost management benefits. It is designed
to be an institutionalized, ongoing
program to reduce the materials used and
solid waste generated by McDonald's
operations. McDonald's and its suppliers
have faced start-up costs for some of the
changes and will continue to incur
research and development costs. Yet
McDonald's anticipates that most of its
waste reduction accomplishments will
ultimately prove to be economic winners,
providing savings through reductions in
the amount of packaging materials
purchased and solid waste disposed. For
example, in 1990, McDonald's spent an
average of $33 million on waste hauling
and disposal; without any changes in
waste management practices, that figure
was projected to increase by $9 million a
year for the next several years. Even a
ten percent reduction in solid waste could
32
save the company at least $3 million.
In EDF's view, McDonald's Plan serves
as a model for companies that wish to
institutionalize waste reduction ethics
and practices in their everyday business
decision-making, making it a standard
operating procedure at every level of the
company. 3 Adherence to the elements
of the EDF-McDonald's task force led to
the promulgation and successful
implementation of the Waste Reduction
Action Plan.
The corporate policy
adopted by McDonald's concerning
waste reduction also originated from the
task force's work. Together they offer
general guidance for companies working
to address environmental issues and
opportunities'
The results of the Plan,
coupled with the long-term policy set for
the company, also serves as a waste
reduction blueprint applicable to many
other businesses.
EDF has been
contacted by entities ranging from Pizza
Hut and Hardees to Tufts University and
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the University of New Hampshire, most
of whom are working to duplicate at least
some of the Plan initiatives. Burger King,
in particular, has already followed suit by
switching its paperboard boxes to the
thin paper-based wrap to promote the
source reduction initiative. (Note that the
choice of packaging is not an issue of
"paper versus plastic"; the paperboard
boxes previously used by Burger King
tended to use more material and
contribute more solid waste than
polystyrene clamshells. The thin paperbased wraps are a clear improvement
over either type of package.)
McDonald's Plan is uniquely
comprehensive, incremental and ongoing
- in EDF's view, there are characteristics
of progressive environmental
It is comprehensive
management.
because the task force undertook a topto-bottom examination of materials
improvement and waste reduction
opportunities throughout the McDonald's
system; its network of more than 600
suppliers; its distribution system,
including forty regional centers around
the country; and both behind-the-counter
and over-the-counter operations at its
individual restaurants. The task force
considered not only the waste requiring
disposal resulting from McDonald's
operations, but also the waste and other
environmental impacts arising from
producing and distributing the materials
used by McDonald's. In addition, all
waste reduction options were considered.
It is incremental in that small, medium
and large steps build upon each other to
create significant improvements in
environmental quality. The Plan is no
silver bullet, but the results are powerful
because of the combined impacts of
forty-two different source reduction,
reuse, recycling and composting
initiatives. And it is ongoing because the
plan recognizes that improved
environmental quality is a process. The
waste reduction policy and accountability
mechanisms are intended to ensure that

the current two-year plan is not static but
will be continually revised and updated as
actions are completed and new
This
opportunities are identified.
institutionalization is achieved by
developing mechanisms that enable
companies to build upon changes.

CONCLUSION
The joint task force with EDF catalyzed
a fundamental change in McDonald's
approach to solid waste: McDonald's has
moved from thinking about garbage as a
disposal problem to examining solid
waste as an issue of materials use and
conservation of natural resources.
McDonald's has begun this process of
redesigning its materials and waste
stream to achieve maximum conservation
of resources and maximum waste
reduction. More broadly, McDonald's
approach demonstrates that moving from
a definition of solid waste as a disposal
issue to one of efficient materials use
which results in less solid waste can
produce significant environmental
It is an approach that
benefits.
governments, individuals and private
companies need to endorse.
The time has also come for all
companies to integrate environmental
considerations with their everyday
Such environmental
decision-making.
considerations should be at the core of
business ethics and long-term strategic
Meeting the challenge of
planning.
integrating environmental ethics into
business will reduce solid waste and a
host of other environmental problems.
Those ethics might be best defined by
extending Aldo Leopold's land ethic to
the whole environment - our air, our
water and our land - That we depend
on the environment for survival is a
fundamental tenet of science. That the
environment is to be respected and
conserved is an extension of ethics 3 6
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APPENDIX 1
AGREEMENT ON
A JOINT
McDONALD'S/ENVIRO NMENTAL
DEFENSE FUND TASK FORCE
TO ADDRESS McDONALD'S
SOLID WASTE ISSUES
1. The Environmental Defense Fund
(EDF) and McDonald's Corporation
agree to establish a joint task force to
investigate and prepare a report on
options for reducing, reusing,
recycling, and composting the wastes
generated through McDonald's
operations.
2. The options report will serve as one
element in a full assessment by
McDonald's of the environmental
impacts of its operations.
a) The report will characterize the
wastes produced by McDonald's
stores and operations, and explain
recycling and waste reduction
actions already taken or planned by
McDonald's.
b) The core of the report will outline a
broad range of additional options
for changes in operations and
materials use that could reduce the
environmental impacts of wastes
generated by the company, its
franchises and its associated
operations. (See the attached
Annex #1 for a list of potential
options.)
c) These options will be evaluated
using criteria to be developed at
the outset by the task force.
d) Where strictly proprietary business
statistics, information or processes
are involved, McDonald's and EDF
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will reach prior agreement on
access to, protection of, and any
future disclosure restrictions
pertaining to such information.
3. The task force will be composed of
four EDF staff and four McDonald's
staff.
4. The task force will require priority
efforts and time commitments by both
parties and will try to complete the
options report within approximately
six months.
5. Where possible, information needs of
the task force will be met using
expertise within or accessible to EDF
and McDonald's.
a) Where outside expertise is needed,
the task force will jointly agree upon
and direct the work of expert
consultants.
b) The costs of hiring outside experts
or other substantial
information-gathering activities as
jointly agreed upon, will be borne by
McDonald's.
6. McDonald's and the Environmental
Defense Fund will independently pay
for expenses incurred by their
participation in the task force.
Meeting locations will be chosen to
result in roughly equal travel expenses
among the two parties.
7. If McDonald's and EDF significantly
disagree on data interpretation or
particular conclusions drawn in the
options report, the report may contain
separate statements written by each
party.
8. In the event that little or no agreement
can be reached on the contents of the
report or the direction of the task
force's research, either party will have
the right to terminate the project
midstream.
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9. As the work of the task force
proceeds, both parties will pursue
their business and advocacy activities
on environmental issues as they see
fit.
10. Once reviewed and agreed upon, the
options paper will be jointly released
by McDonald's and EDF. Following
publication of the report, McDonald's
and EDF will be free to state and
pursue their own views and
perspectives with respect to the report
and task force. EDF and McDonald's
will name their official public and task
force spokespersons on all matters
covered by this agreement.
11. McDonald's shall not refer to EDF's
work with McDonald's in this joint
task force, other than through the
simple dissemination of the final
report, in any marketing, advertising,
or point of sale material without the
written approval of EDF.
12. Following either the conclusion or
termination of the task force both
parties will be free to use the report
and other information gathered during
the effort in their own subsequent
work, with each party maintaining
exclusive control over such work,
unless restrictions are mutually agreed
upon prior to such time; except that
the final report shall not be
disseminated by either party other
than in its full form without the
agreement of both parties.
For Environmental Defense Fund
,1990
Date:

For McDonald's
Date:

,1990

ANNEX #1

SOLID WASTE REDUCTION AND
MANAGEMENT OPTIONS
FOR CONSIDERATION BY
McDONALD'S/EDF TASK FORCE
1. Redesign of packaging and shipping
materials to use less material and use
materials that are more recyclable or
compostable.
2. Use of materials that generate fewer
environmental impacts In their
production and disposal (e.g.,
unbleached paper).
3. Greater recycling and composting of
the total solid waste output from
stores, including, for example,
in-vessel composting of food wastes
and food-contaminated paper.
4. Evaluation of potential for use of
reuseable items in stores, like cups
and utensils.
5. Greater use of packaging and shipping
materials (e.g., molded pulp products)
that contain recycled content.
6. Steps to reduce litter problems
associated with McDonald's
packaging.
7. Customer and community educational
efforts to promote recycling at
McDonald's, at home, and at work,
tapping McDonald's large daily
contact with individuals and its
tremendous popular appeal, especially
among children and young people.
8. Given the large quantities of materials
that McDonald's uses, the potential
for the company to use its purchasing
power to help develop markets for
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recycled materials.
As well as
purchasing recycled materials,
McDonald's might assist in promoting
an industrial infrastructure (e.g., paper
recycling mills) to supply the company
and its affiliates that could utilize
recyclable materials produced at
McDonald's stores.

APPENDIX 2
McDONALD'S CORPORATE
ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY

McDonald's - Our Commitment to the
Environment
McDonald's believes it has a special
responsibility to protect our environment
for future generations. This responsibility
is derived from our unique relationship
with millions of consumers worldwide whose quality of life tomorrow will be
affected by our stewardship of the
environment today. We share their belief
that the right to exist in an environment
of clean air, clean earth and clean water
is fundamental and unwavering.
We realize that in today's world, a
business leader must be an environmental
leader as well. Hence our determination
to analyze every aspect of our business
in terms of its impact on the
environment, and to take actions beyond
what is expected if they hold the
prospect of leaving future generations an
environmentally sound world. We will
lead, both in word and in deed.
Our environmental commitment and
behavior is guided by the following
principles:
Effectively managing solid waste - We
are committed to taking a "total
lifecycle" approach to solid waste,
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examining ways of reducing materials
used in production and packaging, as
well as diverting as much waste as
possible from the solid waste stream. In
doing so, we will follow three courses of
action: reduce, reuse and recycle.
Reduce - We will take steps to
reduce the weight and/or volume of
packaging we use. This may mean
eliminating packaging, adopting
thinner and lighter packaging,
changing manufacturing and
distribution systems, adopting new
technologies or using alternative
materials. We will continually search
for materials that are environmentally
preferable.
Reuse - We will implement reusable
materials whenever feasible within our
operations and distribution systems as
long as they do not compromise our
safety and sanitation standards,
customer service and expectations,
nor are offset by other environmental
or safety concerns.
Recycle - We are committed to the
maximum use of recycled materials in
the construction, equipping and
operations of our restaurants. We are
already the largest user of recycled
paper in our industry, applying it to
such items as tray liners, Happy Meal
boxes, carry out bags, carry out trays
and napkins.
Through our
"McRecycle" program, we maintain
the industry's largest repository of
information on recycling suppliers, and
will spend a minimum of $100 million
a year on the use of recycled materials
of all kinds. We are also committed to
recycling and/or composting as much
of our solid waste as possible,
including such materials as corrugated
paper, polyethylene film and paper.
We will change the composition of our
packaging, where feasible, to enhance
recyclability or compostability.
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Conserving and protecting natural
resources - We will continue to take
aggressive measures to minimize energy
and other resource consumption through
increased efficiency and conservation.
We will not permit the destruction of
rainforests for our beef supply. This
policy is strictly enforced and closely
monitored.
Encouraging environmental values and
practices - Given our close relationship
with local communities around the world,
we believe we have an obligation to
promote sound environmental practices
by providing educational materials in our
restaurants and working with teachers in
the schools.
We intend to continue to work in
partnership with our suppliers in the
pursuit of these policies. Our suppliers
will be held accountable for achieving
mutually established waste reduction
goals, as well as. continuously pursuing
sound production practices which
minimize environmental impact.
Compliance with these policies will
receive consideration with other business
criteria in evaluating both current and
potential McDonald's suppliers.
Ensuringaccountability procedures - We
understand that a commitment to a
strong environmental policy begins with
leadership at the top of an organization.
Therefore, our environmental affairs
officer will be given broad-based
responsibility to ensure adherence to the
environmental principles throughout our
system. This officer will report to the
board of directors on a regular basis
regarding progress made toward specific
environmental initiatives.
On all of the above, we are committed to
timely, honest and forthright
communications with our customers,
shareholders, suppliers and employees.
And we will continue to seek the counsel
of experts in the environmental field. By

maintaining a productive, ongoing
dialogue with all of these stakeholders,
we will learn from them and move ever
closer to doing all we can, the best we
can, to preserve and protect the
environment.

McDONALD'S SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT

APPENDIX 3
McDONALD'S WASTE
REDUCTION ACTION PLAN
REDUCE:
Elimination of packagfng; reduced use
of material in packaging; use of
alternate materials which reduce
production impacts.
1) Complete the conversion from
polystyrene clamshells to paper-based
wraps by April, 1991.
2) Use paper products which utilize more
benign bleaching processes, or use
unbleached paper products wherever
feasible.
As a-part of its ongoing action in this
area, McDonald's has made the
following changes in 1991:
-

Convert to unbleached paper carryout bags by Spring, 1991.

-

Introduce unbleached Big Mac
wrap in March, 1991.

-

Complete conversion to oxygen

bleached coffee filters by April,
1991.
McDonald's will explore other
opportunities in such areas as napkins,
cups, and other wraps, and continue
to set annual objectives.
3) Annually evaluate all food service
products and packaging items to
identify opportunities and establish
goals for source reductions.
As
examples:
-

Reduce the amount of paper used
in napkins by 21 percent through
reducing their size, by April, 1991.

-

Eliminate individual cutlery
packaging where not required by

local health
concerns.
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regulations

or

-

Test the elimination of lids served
on cold drinks for in-store
customers.

-

Complete pilot test for the use of
paper bags in place of paperboard
containers for medium and large
french fries by May, 1991.

4) Annually analyze all shipping
packaging to determine items which
could be eliminated or reduced.
-

Eliminate inner-pack dividers in
shipping containers for cleaning
supplies.

-

Continue to examine ways to
reduce the amount of corrugation
needed in boxes.

REUSE:
The substitution of reusableitems for
disposableitems in shipping,handling,
storage andrestaurant operations both
behind and over the counter.
1) Continue the development and use of
reusable shipping containers to replace
disposable corrugated containers
wherever possible.
-

Complete testing of reusable
shipping containers for ketchup
packets by December, 1991, to
determine the operations, economic
and logistical impact from this type
of shipping container.

-

Implement the use of durable,
washable containers to replace
heavy-duty corrugated shipping
boxes with plastic liners for
delivering meat and poultry
products to McDonald's suppliers
where appropriate.
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2) Complete testing of bulk cleaning
supplies in place of single portion
packets by March, 1992.
3) Develop and test durable shipping
pallets for use in the movement of
goods in 3-5 distribution centers by
December, 1991.
4) Test and evaluate reusable coffee
filters by June, 1991.
5) Test and evaluate reusable lids for
salad and breakfast entrees in several
restaurants by September, 1991.
6) Develop and test a refillable coffee
mug by December, 1991.
7) Develop and test bulk condiment
dispensers for customer use by
December, 1991.
RECYCLE/COMPOST:
The following action steps address
ways McDonald's will recycle and/or
compost waste generated in all
aspects of its business; and, increase
its use of recycled materials of all
kinds in its operationsthus helping to
develop markets forrcycledproducts
natonwide.

density polyethylene film recycling
program in at least one region
(approximately 200 restaurants) by
the end of 1991.
4) Conduct a controlled compost test of
key packaging items to assess their
compostability.
5) Initiate, in March, 1991, a composting
test using waste from ten Northeast
restaurants in order to determine the
feasibility of composting McDonald's
waste.
6) Evaluate all packaging annually to
identify potential changes that will
enhance either recycling or
composting initiatives as they develop.
-

Aggressively seek alternatives to
the present wax coatings used on
meat shipping boxes to enhance
their recyclability.

-

Conduct a one-restaurant test of a
starch-based material for consumer
cutlery to replace present plastic
cutlery in order to evaluate its
functionality and compostability.

-

Maximize use of a single type of
low-density
plastic film polyethylene film - for bags and
inner wraps to enhance
recyclability of that portion of the
waste stream.

-

Explore alternatives to the
polyethylene component of the
present layered wrap to enhance
its recyclability and/or
compostability.

1) Complete the implementation of
corrugated recycling in U.S.
McDonald's restaurants by the end of
1991.
2) Develop and test a pilot program for
recycling post-consumer, food-contact
paper in 30 Northeast restaurants
during Spring, 1991 in order to
determine its feasibility and
effectiveness in a quick service
restaurant, both operationally and
economically.
3) Work within the emerging
polyethylene recycling infrastructure
to establish a comprehensive low-

7) Continue to evaluate the total waste
sorting and materials recovery
approach currently in test with
McDonald's restaurants in southern
California through 1991, as a means
to recover as much of the waste
stream as possible.

McDONALD'S SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT
8) Complete the phase-in of brown,
recycled content carry-out bags with
a minimum of fifty percent postconsumer content by April, 1991.
Increase the total recycled content of
carry-out bags to 100 percent by
September, 1991.
9) Increase the amount of recycled
content in napkins to 100 percent,
with a minimum of thirty percent postconsumer material, by August, 1991.
10)

Ensure that all McDonald's
suppliers are using corrugated
boxes that contain at least thirtyfive percent recycled content by
December, 1991.

11)

Review recycled content targets for
corrugated boxes annually and
establish new targets as
technology and increased supply
permit.

12)

Maximize the use of post-consumer
recycled content wherever
possible, available and allowable
under regulations. McDonald's will
work with suppliers on an ongoing
basis to develop and seek approval
for the use of post-consumer
recycled materials in direct foodcontact applications.

ACCOUNTABILITY:
Systematize solid waste reductionand
management practices into
McDonald's standard operating
proceduresand its packaging/product
specifications.

1) Incorporate waste reduction and
management goals into the annual
supplier business reviews and evaluate
progress toward them with each
supplier.
-

Ensure all suppliers meet
McDonald's 1989 directive to
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reduce overall solid waste by 15
percent, by December, 1991.
2) Incorporate waste reduction goals and
audits into the annual distribution
center evaluations ("Full Fields").
3) Continue to conduct annual supplier
environmental conferences held by
McDonald's and Perseco to highlight
new opportunities for waste reduction
as well as other important
environmental issues.
4) Incorporate the solid waste reduction
criteria developed by the task force
into all packaging specifications by
April, 1991.
5) Incorporate the Waste Reduction
Packaging Specifications into the
packaging decision-making process to
be considered equivalent to the
existing criteria of functionality, cost
and availability.
The new
specifications will be formalized and
communicated to all suppliers by
June, 1991.
6) Track source reductions, increase use
of recycled products and materials,
and the status of recycling and
composting initiatives on a quarterly
basis, and make this information
available upon request.
7) Continue to conduct annual waste
characterization studies to establish
waste reduction goals for the
upcoming year.

